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LOYALTY LINK METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR INTEGRATING 
CUSTOMER INFORMATION WITH DEALER MANAGEMENT 

INFORMATION 

5 FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

This invention relates to data management and distribution. Specifically, this 
invention relates to integrated data management systems comprising card-enabled 
systems and data management computer systems. 

10 BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Integrated data management systems are critical to developing comprehensive 
relationships between businesses and their customers. From capturing customer data into 
a customer database, to producing management and customer reports, an integrated data 

15 management system is central to the proper functioning of the business. 

However, conventional data management systems are fraught with processes that 
require data to be entered manually. An operator at an automobile dealership, for 
example, typically uses a computer and data entry devices, such as a keyboard or similar 
tools, to enter data about a customer, including the customer's name, address, and 

20 purchase order. The manual data entry process is time-consuming, because it requires the 
operator to communicate with the customer to gather the customer information. This is 
typically done by providing the customer with a form to be filled in, or by interviewing 
the customer. After gathering the customer information, the operator then has to enter the 
customer information into the computer, typically done by typing the data that the 



30099954v4 



1 



customer has provided. In addition to being time-consuming, the process is also prone to 
error. Miscommunication may occur between the operator and the customer during the 
data gathering stage, thus affecting the accuracy of the data that the operator enters into 
the computer system. The operator may also make mistakes while typing the customer 

5 data into the computer system, resulting in further inaccuracies in the data that are entered 
into the computer system. 

Apart from the problems associated with manual data entry in conventional data 
management systems, there is also a frustrated need to offer customers, at the point of 
sale, the opportunity to take advantage of other value-added services provided by the 

10 business. For example, an automobile dealership misses an opportunity to offer 
additional services to its customers, such as scheduled recommended vehicle services, if 
the dealership does not know that the customer's automobile has reached a certain 
mileage. 

Similarly, the automobile dealership misses an opportunity to reward loyal 
15 customers if the data management system employed by the dealership does not maintain a 
history of the customers' visits. Thus, there is a need to keep track of the services that a 
customer has purchased in the past, so that the dealership will be able to build a 
relationship with that customer, for example, by providing a customer incentive package. 
Another problem with conventional systems is the lack of integration with 
20 Internet-enabled technologies. As customers become increasingly comfortable with using 
the Internet to purchase goods and services, there is a growing need to be able to offer 
Internet-savvy customers with goods and services that have traditionally been offered in 
brick-and-mortar businesses. For example, there is a need to provide a customer with the 
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ability to schedule services for the customer's automobile by requesting the appointment 
through the Internet, rather than the traditional method of calling the dealership to make 
an appointment. 

Systems currently exist that use a smart card to store customer information, as 
5 well as retailer-defined information, such as coupons and other benefits, but these 
systems are not integrated into larger management systems. For example, stand alone 
smart card systems may exist in the automobile retail sale and service industry; however, 
the existing auto dealership smart card systems do not address the integration into a 
dealer management system, nor do the smart card systems include Internet-based service 
10 and maintenance scheduling. 

Thus there is a need for a smart card system integrated with a data management 
system at the automobile dealer, that improves the speed and accuracy with which dealers 
can process customers, while making it easier to offer, at the point of sale, other value 
added services to customers and Internet based services. At the same time, such a system 
15 also capitalizes on the opportunity to communicate the dealer philosophy to the customer, 
further reinforcing the fact that the customer made a good purchase decision. 



SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 



The present invention, for the first time, allows integration between the customer 
and the data management system 190 by providing an automated process to exchange 
information between the customer and the data management system 190, thus allowing 
efficient data management and providing the proper environment for developing 
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comprehensive customer relationships. 

A preferred embodiment of the present invention is called LoyaltyLink, and 
comprises a smart card 110 and a kiosk 130. The smart card 110 is custom printed with 
the dealership's logo and image, and programmed with customer and vehicle information, 
5 The kiosk 130 contains a Windows-based computer, touch screen 165, thermal printer 
135 and smart card reader 120. On the computer is housed proprietary software that 
works in conjunction with the smart card 110, a coupon package and a maintenance 
schedule 202 for the vehicle. 

In this preferred embodiment, when a customer buys a vehicle from the 

10 dealership, the dealership sends a registration form to the card service provider, such as 
Reynolds and Reynolds Inc. of Dayton, Ohio. The card service provider prints and 
programs the card 110 and mails the card to the customer on behalf of the dealership. 
When the customer comes into the dealership for maintenance services on the vehicle, the 
customer inserts the card 110 into the kiosk 130 and enters the vehicle's mileage 204. 

15 The pre-programmed maintenance schedule 202 and coupon package appears on the 
screen and the customer, with the assistance of the service advisor, selects the desired 
maintenance items 209. As maintenance items 209 are selected using selection boxes 
208, various pre-programmed coupons are offered to the customer. After selection of the 
maintenance items 209, a "quick write-up" sheet appears on the screen. The customer 

20 and the service advisor can then enter other items of information on the screen to 
complete the repair order. These fields may include time and date promised, additional 
contact instructions, additional contact number, service advisor number and other services 
desired. After completion, the information on this visit is written to the card 110 and two 

4 

30099954v4 



thermal receipts are printed. The first receipt is for the customer, while the second receipt 
contains the additional information from the quick write-up session and is for the service 
advisor's use in completing the repair order in the dealer management system. 

5 BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram showing the components of a preferred embodiment of 
the present invention. 

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of a screen display in a preferred embodiment of the 

10 present invention. 

FIG. 3 is a block diagram showing the components of another embodiment of the 

present invention. 

FIG. 4 is a block diagram showing the components of another embodiment of the 
present invention. 

15 FIG. 5 shows a screen display for one embodiment of the present invention. 

FIG. 6 shows a block diagram of the screen display in Fig. 5. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

20 In a preferred embodiment of the invention depicted in Fig. 1, a card 110 is 

inserted into card reader 120. The card 110 contains customer and vehicle information, 
including name, address, phone numbers, vehicle identification number (VIN), warranty 
information and e-mail address. In addition, the card also contains customer-specific 
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maintenance schedules and coupon information, including recommended vehicle 
maintenance schedules, a record of the customer's last 50 visits, and discounts and free 
services. The kiosk or data entry terminal 130 is equipped with software that enables it to 
read and process the information provided by the card 110. For example, the software 

5 may offer the customer the option of accessing a service area 140 when the customer's 
car needs to be repaired, or an option to access the early bird drop off 150 area, when the 
customer is dropping off the car to be repaired by the dealership. Alternatively, the 
software may offer the customer the option of accessing a sales area 160, when the 
customer wants to buy a car. 

10 The customer accesses the desired area through an input device such as the touch- 

screen 165. In addition, other input devices may also be provided, such as the keyboard 
170 or the mouse 180. When the customer has completed his or her session, the data 
received from the data entry terminal 130 is communicated via cable or radio-frequency 
(not shown) to the dealer management system 190 ("DMS"). One example of a DMS 

15 used in a preferred embodiment is the ERA system 190, developed by Reynolds and 
Reynolds, Inc. of Dayton, Ohio, but other DMSs may be used in the present invention. 
The data received from the data entry terminal 130 are used to populate the information 
fields on the DMS 190. Additional information regarding the selected services, such as 
labor rates and other prices, are supplied from the DMS 190, and a repair order (not 

20 shown) containing the customer information, the vehicle information, and a service 
description is printed on the printer 135. Also, the repair order and other history of the 
visit can be written onto the smart card; and other information from the DMS 190 can be 
written onto the smart card. 
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Information recorded on the smart card can be read to the PC 130. Information 
from the DMS 190 can also be read to the PC 130. Likewise, information generated 
during the user session, such as a repair order, may be generated and recorded in the PC 
130 during the user session itself. All this various information can be recorded in data 

5 files in the PC. Likewise, supplemental information can be inputted by the user to the PC 
during the session or after the session through the keyboard 170 and the mouse 180 or the 
touch screen 165. This supplemental information also can be recorded in data files in the 
PC. At any time during or after the session all or part of the information in the data files 
in the PC 130 can be transferred through the reader 120 to the data files in the smart card 

10 1 10, and any or all of the files may be printed out at the printer 135, or displayed on the 
touch screen 165, or transferred to and stored in the DMS 190. 

In this way information from the smart card and the user session can be saved to 
the DMS 190 and also printed to the printer 135 and displayed on the touch screen 165. 
Likewise any information from the DMS 190 and the user session can be saved to the 

15 smart card system 110, 120, and printed to the printer 135 and displayed on the touch 
screen 165. 

The preferred embodiment of the present invention improves upon conventional 
systems by providing data, as shown on Fig. 2, that are not available in conventional 
systems. For example, the Trade-in Accrual 210 is an amount that can be based on a 
20 percentage of the total coupons used to date, or it can be a fixed amount specified by the 
dealership customer. The vehicle warranty 220 provides the ability to add information 
regarding the warranty, such as a simple "Yes" or "No", or an actual identification 
number or description. The Amount Saved This Visit 230 keeps track of the amount of 
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money the customer has saved through the application of various coupons during the 
current visit. The Total Saved 240 is a cumulative amount the customer has saved during 
the customer's ownership of the card. Other data on the maintenance schedule screen 202 
include: the customer name 203, the mileage 204, the previous mileage 205, the VIN 206, 

5 a notice area 207, selection boxes 208, and recommended services 209. The maintenance 
schedule screen 202 also includes areas for the most-commonly requested departments 
and functions, such as oil 211, inspection 212, parts 213, vehicle purchase 214, services 
215, referral awards 216, tires 217, and extras 218, such as car accessories. 

A wide variety of screen displays may be used. Fig. 5 shows one screen display 

10 for one embodiment. The screen display can be presented when a user wants to review 
the history of the user's visits to the dealer, and certain aspects of the user's current 
status. This screen can be used in conjunction with other screens in a single session, or 
exclusively in a session for data review only. Fig. 6 shows a block diagram of Fig. 5. 

The various numbered elements of Fig. 6 represent the respective fields in the 

15 indicated locations in the actual screen display exhibited in Fig. 5. The name field 601 
indicates the name of the customer in the current user session. The auto field 602 
indicates the name of the automobile of the user in the current session. The VIN field 
603 indicates the VIN of the automobile for the session. The extended warranty field 604 
indicates whether or not an extended warranty is currently in affect for the automobile. 

20 The mileage field 605 indicates the current mileage of the vehicle. The previous mileage 
field 606 indicates the mileage of the vehicle at the last recorded visit to the dealership. 
The Loyalty Card balance field 607 indicates the current balance under the Loyalty Card 
for that user for that automobile. The total amount saved 608 indicates the total amount 
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saved by the user on this Loyalty Card to date. The trade-in accrual field 609 indicates 
the trade-in accrual for this customer and vehicle. The save this visit field 610 indicates 
the amount saved in this visit by this Loyalty Card and its discounts. The visit number 
element 61 1 indicates the visit number being recalled on the screen from the smart card. 

5 The mileage field 612 indicates the mileage at the time of the visit number in element 
611. The date field 613 indicates the date of the visit number in element number 611. 
The coupons used field 614 indicates the coupons used at the visit number indicated in 
field 611. The maintenance performed field 615 indicates the maintenance performed at 
the visit indicated in field 611. The return field 616 allows the user to move to other 

10 displays. A variety of displays can be used displaying a variety of information stored on 
the smart card, or generated at the current user visit for new maintenance and service, or 
information retrieved from the dealer management system, or other information. 

The preferred embodiment also provides unique aspects in its system architecture 
that are not available in conventional systems. For example, the preferred embodiment 

15 provides flexibility through "parameterization" of system options. Most of the features of 
the system, including graphics, sounds, color schemes, reader interaction, receipt layout 
and content, and other support functions, are easily configured through a text based 
parameter file without requiring changes to the code. As a result, system owners are 
empowered to generate and/or modify coupons and maintenance schedules without 

20 contracting to an outside software developer. 

Moreover, in the preferred embodiment of the present invention, mutual 
authentication of the card and the kiosk is provided. Mutual authentication is included as 
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part of new security mechanisms to eliminate the possibility of someone creating a rogue 
card or making unauthorized modifications to an existing card. 

Another unique aspect of the preferred embodiment over conventional systems 
lies in the storage of transaction data. In the preferred embodiment, transaction data are 
5 stored and managed without requiring an external database engine, thus eliminating the 
need for additional software licenses. 

In addition to improvements in system architecture, the preferred embodiment of 
the present invention provides additional capabilities that are not available in 
conventional systems. For example, the present invention provides a linkage between the 
10 Maintenance Schedule Screen 202 and the Coupon Package (not shown), such that when 
a customer selects a maintenance item that has an available coupon, the system will 
automatically prompt the customer to see if the customer wants to apply that coupon. 

The preferred embodiment also provides the ability to change customer 
information on the card 110 such as address, phone numbers, e-mail address, and vehicle 
15 warranty information. Changes are stored on the card 110. 

Moreover, the preferred embodiment also provides the ability to undo coupons 
that have been applied accidentally. For example, the customer may mistakenly select a 
coupon for a specific brand of oil to be used for an oil change. The customer can then use 
this feature to undo the coupon for the first brand of oil, so that a larger discount for the 
20 second brand can be applied. Also, a system administrator may access the system with an 
Administrator Card or finalize the use session, and undo the customer's action, as 
described further below. 

10 
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An electronic keyboard is also provided to facilitate the changing of information 
or the addition of information. This feature is necessary when the computers 130 on 
which the software resides are not equipped with external keyboards 170, but instead are 
equipped only with touch screens 165. 

5 The preferred embodiment further provides Administrator Card Functions to 

allow administrators to perform specialized functions. For example, an administrator can 
add store credit to a user's card 1 10 as a way to resolve a customer complaint. Additional 
information may be entered into the system to describe the customer's complaint. The 
administrator may also undo maintenance items and/or coupons that were previously 

10 selected and stored on the customer's card 110. An option is provided for the 
administrator to edit the configuration of the system's parameters file. An administrator 
may also generate a report of system usage statistics. The system can provide the 
administrator with a listing of the system's last 10 transactions. The administrator may 
also set the time and date for the system, as well as shut down the system. The 

15 administrator is also provided with the ability to calibrate the touch screen 165, and to 
exit the session to return the computer 130 to the Windows mode. 

The preferred embodiment provides the unique feature of a Quick Write-up Sheet. 
This screen appears in the form of a service write-up sheet. It contains key customer and 
vehicle information from the card 110, service items selected from the terminal session, 

20 time and date promised, service advisor number, a place to add other services requested 
that were not on the maintenance schedule, additional customer contact instructions and a 
place for the customer to sign the form electronically. This information then prints out on 
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a thermal printed tape but is also formatted to print on a laser sheet, if a laser printing 
device is attached. 

The preferred embodiment also provides reporting capabilities that are unique 
over conventional systems. The receipts that print from the terminal after the session are 

5 wider and more easily read. They contain basic consumer and vehicle information, the 
maintenance items selected, coupons applied, additional non-maintenance schedule 
services selected, balance, Total Amount Saved and Trade-in Accrual. In addition, 
reports are provided to list details from the customer's last 50 maintenance sessions, 
including the date of the visit, services provided and coupons applied. The reports also 

10 include a listing of the terminal sessions and the upgraded services that the customer has 
purchased in the past. 

In another embodiment of the present invention, depicted on Fig. 3, the customer 
uses the card 310 with the card reader 320 connected to a remote personal computer (PC) 
330 located, for example, in the customer's home. The PC 330 is equipped with software 

15 programmed to perform the above functions, or a subset thereof, and the PC 330 is 
connected to the Internet 340, which allows the PC 330 to communicate with the ERA 
system 350, or any other DMS (Dealer Management System) 350 that may be used. 

In another embodiment shown on Fig. 4, the customer enters a personal 
identification number (PIN) 410 while using a remote computer, such as a home PC 420, 

20 to initiate communication through the Internet 430 with the ERA system 440 or any other 
dealer management system 440. The PIN 410 ensures that the environment is secure for 
customers to exchange data with the ERA system 440, or any other dealer management 
system 440. 

12 
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A preferred embodiment of the present invention includes a multiple languages 
capability. Any written language can be accommodated. English and Spanish are 
preferred in one embodiment. In one embodiment, a language selection icon is displayed 
on the screen display 165, which activates a language selection menu, allowing the choice 
5 of the preferred language. Alternatively, the preferred language can be selected through 
the keyboard. All text in stored messages to be printed or displayed, and all screen 
display text templates, are stored in all the various alternative languages that may be 
selected. Selection of a chosen language will result in only the versions of messages and 
screen displays being used that use that language exclusively. The alternative messages 
10 and screen displays for the Smart Card System (SCS) may be stored within the kiosk of 
the SCS, and those of the dealer management system (DMS) may be stored in the DMS. 
Each message or display in each language will select a separate INI file for that message 
or display in the selected language. 

One embodiment of the present invention may also contain pop-up video screens 
15 with full audio. These may be pre-recorded video clips showing a dealership 
representative talking to the customer using the invention, during the sales cycle. A clip 
can pop up at any time in the use cycle of the invention triggered by user action 
appropriate to that clip, or other events. In one embodiment, each video clip would be a 
line of code in parameters in an INI file, and may be in a Windows environment. In this 
20 embodiment, a gold bar may be displayed on the display screen 165. Clicking on the bar 
would activate the video clip. The video clips may be stored within the kiosk 130, on the 
DMS 190 server, and can be in various formats including AVI. 
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While the present invention has been described in connection with what are 
presently considered to be the most practical and preferred embodiments, it is to be 
understood that the invention is not limited to the disclosed embodiments. On the 
contrary, the present invention is intended to cover various modifications and equivalent 

5 arrangements included within the spirit and scope of the appended claims. The invention 
may be implemented as a hardware/software combination, a programmable apparatus, a 
method executed by a programmable apparatus, or as software on a machine readable 
memory medium, which when loaded and executed can cause a programmable apparatus 
to execute the method, or by other implementations. 

10 In an alternative embodiment, the Smart Card System (SCS) may exist as a 

standalone system, but with all the novel features and functions described herein that are 
enabled without communication with any Dealer Management System. These standalone 
features of the SCS may include (1) using a data entry station or component with a 
computer touch screen with an electronic keyboard, a keyboard, and a mouse, in which 

15 the station may be a personal computer (PC), (2) receiving inputted data comprising 
customer information, vehicle information, maintenance schedule information and 
coupon information, (3) receiving supplemental data comprising current mileage, selected 
customer services, additional contact instructions, additional contact number, and 
promised date and time of completion, (4) receiving response data comprising 

20 recommended services, a savings during a visit, and total savings amount to date, (5) 
receiving input data comprising a Personal Identification Number (PIN), (6) receiving 
input data comprising administrative data that permit functions to be reserved for a 
system administrator, (7) checking access authorization of the input data from the user, 
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(8) displaying means to display or popup the video clip, and (9) selecting a language from 
a plurality of language choices for use in any printed and displayed text. 

The SCS, whether in a standalone mode or communicating with a Dealer 
Management System, may be embodied in a kiosk on a floor or a similar device mounted 
5 on a wall. Alternatively, the SCS may be embodied in a hand portable, wireless or wire 
communicating device including a Smart Card reader, a Display Screen, and a printer. In 
the hand portable embodiment, the SCS may be totally self contained or may 
communicate wirelessly or by wire to a central SCS server. 

The preferred embodiment is for automobile dealerships, but other vehicle 
10 dealerships, or other product retail and service locations, may be used. The preferred 
embodiments use electronic, optic, wired, and wireless communication links, but any 
other communication links may be used. 

Loyalty Link is a trademark of The Reynolds and Reynolds Company, Inc. 

Loyalty Card is a trademark of Ring Systems, Inc. 
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